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< INTRODUCTION ' :

As professionals who would develop readers —and thus thinkérs
"and doers — we must keep our roads to professional knowledge open
This 15 the very principle essential to guaranteeing hitgracy Because
reading 1s the heart of education, the dpportumiles for 81l petsons to
learn must remain as open as wg, have kept our professional quest. _

Our search for more effective mieans 1o teach reading must bcgln
with a continuous reexamination of both our hteracy goals and our
defimtion of what it means to be hiterate. Thus this monograph beging,
with a bnief review of these topies s notadequate to merely review
. our goaIs Thowever, if we expect [o improve. In addition, we necﬂm .
know how successful our past efforts have been. Improvement is
based on an understanding of strengths and weaknesses Despite s1g
nificant accomplyl;mc nts in ptomoungj?%cracy forall cmzcns n;mch
remains to be done. For cxample, while tyore children than ever -
fore have reached basic hiteracy levels, there scems to be a leveling off
or even a shight decline in higher-level reading comprehension skills.

Instructional practices are based on agreed-upon goals as well as
on an understand:ng of strengths and weaknebses Butitus reséarch
that provides us it insights into the pamcular strategies to adopt
and adapt in our classrooms. Research, however, includes not only
those controlled expenments designgd to study learning processes,
Mt also thetraditions of good teaching grawing from the years of
. tniak-and-error efforts of numerous teachers —a kind of continuing
action research,

! S T
, . WHAT IS READING?

The study of reading usually evolves into the broader study ofliter-
acy. And the study of literacy becomes involved wath such issues as
functional Incraq. {88, 40),* the definitions of functional and basic
" literacy (59, 56), and the nature of htcrﬁcy (75,17,

*Numbers mpan:ntheses appearing m the text refer to the Ribliography beginning on A
pake 26.

L . .t 5



“For purposes of thus monograph the definition of hteracy 1s broad-
er than merely a persor’s ability to read and write This sumpledefin- .
ton omuts a vital dimensionr — the use of literacy skills to provide a 3
pgrion with one more opportunuity for a richer and fuller hfe. The
ad:i‘vgihmcnsmn emphasizes .omprehension and communication of
sdeas ds the goals of literacy. Both Ruger'’s Cullege Thesaurus (1976)
and the Randum Hvuse Lnabtidged Ditivnary (1978) emphasize
dissermunatipg knowledge and increasing understanding as the &ey
dimensions of literacy when they list ignuran: as the pnme synonym
of illierate Other synonyms for iflizerate in the Thesaurus include
unread, uncultivaied. ynlearned, unleiiered, and empiy-headed «
Since the Thesaurus anf' he Random House Dufionar) attempt to
reflect common usage, It becomes obvious that illiteracy has a general
connotation of lack of knowledge and undetstanding  *

If the dsfimition of literacy emphasizescomprehension,t follows—
that reading, as onc aspect of literacy, should also be concerned '
primarily with comprchcnsnon When we examine reading as a com-
prehension or information process, we come to undersiand thai ¢¥) .
the process involves gettng meaning from and bringing meaning v

.the printed page, (2) reading depends on one’s language development
and bachground, (3) grammatical paiterns and the redundancy of
language are cues to comprehension, (4) }cad;ng is communication,
and (5),why qne reads determines what one takcs away from the
reading. R

.The goal of reading instruction 1s obwously—eonfuscd when a
teacher states that hc or she Js attémpting to teach children to love
reading We d not be trying to encourage children to love read-
ing Rakher, we should be teaching readingso that children learn that
reading 1s one mor¢ avepye to help them do and enjoy those thlngs.
they want td do-and enjgy.

To prove the point, thefpllowing experiment might help Thc next
timea teacher proclaims heror his love for reading, offer that person
a 500-page ‘book on nonparametnc staustics Unless the teacher isa
statistictan, the response will usually be a yolnc “No, thank you,”
accompanied by an explanation of the person's general interests and
particylar reading preferences. The point is obvious—we all want to
reagd the things that will help us learn abaut somethipg, build or repaur
something, vicariously en)oy anauthor'sexperiences or life in anoth-

. . .
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read, We canteach childrento love making things, findirg out about
new ideas, and enyoying a vanety of experiences, but we cannot teach
them to lovc reading Rehding 1s a means to an}nd not an end in
mself. * .

~ STATUSOFREADING -

Cnitics of education-have been very obvious throughout the history
of U.S, education The focus of much of their ciiticism has been on
reading and literacy. At times, these critics have identified important

L —-cducational problems, but, in general, they have based their attacks
‘on personal biases and have not substantiated their claims with data

Arthur E. Bestor’s Educaiional Wastelands (4) eyemphfied thc
lopg-runmng debate about the effectiveness of “today's education ”
Bestor insisted that “educationists” had taken intellectual disciplines
out of the educay ng/ process, and as a result, children were not being
taught how to think More frequently, however, attagks on the devel-
opment of language skills in the schools were less intellectual than

tor’s, citing merely exantples of poor spelling and grammatical us-
age by children.!
n 1955 with the appearance of Rudolph Flesch's Why Johnny
't Read {3§)—contending that phonics instruction in the schools .
h been replaced by a “look-say” method, 8 a result of which the
childreh of the nation were unable to read Senticism focused o

. reading instruction. This book had considerable impact and generat

ed substantial lay and professional response 1n reviewingand writdf ]
about it, most penodicals included cntical responses In Newsueek
Wilham S. Gray stressed that there was more than one method to
teach reading,’ in Time, Ruth Dunbar called the book.a “hucand cry

directed at a strawman.”" Flesch was subjected to analyses pointing

out numerous errors i his book, arguing that h€ was wtiting about
pronouncing — npt understanding — words, and insisting that phon

ics was being taught, in conjunction with othet methods. Several pub-
* v 4 -
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licattons initiated lengthy series about how reading was being
laught #It was a flare-up in a debate that continues even today.’

/ With the advent of Sputnik 1n 1956, the concere whipped up by
, Flés¢h boiled over Although instially focused on scienee training, 1
’ quickly exganded 1o education in general and to reading mpamcu-

: lar Compansons of US and Russian schools attempted togxplain
- how our nation lost the first lap in the race into space. Flesch's con-

tention that phonics was a key answer being ignored became the crit-
2 1cs” battle cry, the Saturday Revign 's attempt to suggest that reading
Instrucuon was more gomplex than a phontes versus “look-say” di-
lemma carned a reader’s tart response, “There 1s a real war on 1n
reading, and for the future well-being of American Educauon 1L is
important that the right side win.”s

Exemplifying the impact of the space race og educational criticism, !
Arthur Trace’s What Ivan Knows That Johnfiy Doesn't (96) insisted
— —  that, cONtiary to popular apinon, Russian schools did not neglect

training in the humanittes in favor of math and science. Rather, the

*  book asserted, they did a much better job than U.S schoois In the

Saturday Evening Post (97), Trace compared the U.S reading texts'

. _ corffrolled vocabulanes with what he claimed were the Russian pu-
pils” much larger lexicons developed at the earhest ages.

Trace's book and acolleglion edited by Charlcs C.Walcutt (101), . .
although typical of criticism in the early 1960'S, were not hcav:ly sup-
ported with data Oddly, there was no tendency in such debate to .
apply achievement trend data, which in those years would have
shown markéd gains in comparison with any previous pentods.

A third great wave of concern and criticfsm has resuited from the
reported decline In test scores—particularly, on college entrartce .
exams —and 1L 18, once again, highly attentive to rcadmg and reading-

» related areas,
-,
W .
- »

Literacy and Equality )

Before rcv;chg thedata r'cgardmg reading irends, it is important
. tqreviewthetrend in U 8. schools {o equalize educationai opportuni- *
ues Without a recognition of this movement, we will not be able to»
fully appreciate'the trends in reading achievement.

. *
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An) review of the data regard ing school enrollments indicates tre-
mendous progress.n exiending educational opportunities to broader
segments of our population White in 1950 less than half of the high
school graduates went on tucollcgc. by 1977 that figurc reached 80
percent Obviously, our schodls are now offering college preparatory
curficula 1o many more (hildren of varying abilities and educational
backgrounds while imparting basi. literacy in general. Surely this has
much to do with descgregation which began in ithe 1950

In acknowledging this situation, one nfsed not be naive about the
degeee of progress made ip equalizing educational opportunity — it
varies by state and locality, and in some arcas has only recenily had
anything like a full effect. The history of education for Blacks in an s
wnland county n Florida makes thi$ potnt clear *

After the Civil War, separate schools for black children were first

—— csta'bT_h_ff Flonida in 1866. Before_that time, afy education of
| . black children in that state was the concern of two private agencies. In

$0me areas, state- suppoﬂed educational opportunity came much lai-
er Although sctilement of this particular central Flornida county be-
gann 1911, the quality of educauon for Blacks has improved very
Slowly All but a few of the county's Blacks sull live in segregated
“guarters” apart from the county's three major towns. Most of them
have always been migrant farm hands, cducated until 1938 in church
schools when there were no crops 1o harvest In that year, a state-
supported schogl began in once of the black communiues. Forced in-
tcgra'uon of schools within the county —from the lower grades up — *
« did not begin until 1971 and was not completed until 197980
Attendance of black children s still gurte irregular and unenforced
This brief history of the education of blacksfudents in one wounty -
helps explain the fact thaiin {978, 70 pereent ofthe minornity studcnts
In Florlda who took the state s?rrpetcncy test, failed it In many
areas of the United States, blacK children have moved slowly from
scgrcgatcd systems into _the mainstream school sysiems, bringing
with them the disadvantaged background of the scparatist schools
they were forced to atiend That the NAEP study (72) showed the
greatest gains between 1971 and 1975 for black nine-year-olds in the
. Southeast United States 1s surely.no caincidence. .
. There has not becn widespread agreement that these efforts to en-
surc.c§ual opportunitics in education have been compatible with

o 10
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providing qualrty educatiun, in fact, a growing chotus of ¢riticism has ,
anaa.kcd not only the methods, matenials, and teachers developed in
an attempt to improve. edpcation fur all, but the entirdtomprehensive
educational system as well Gencrally, such criticism focuses on the
declining scores of students taking the college entrance eXams, with-
out acknowledging either the fact that this group 15 significantly \
larger and broader than in the pgst or other achievement data show-
ing improvement ‘for the total student population. lromcally, this
- , lack of understanding regarding the progress achitved in the U.S
. educational system is not shared by nations such as Swedén and
. Great Brtain These countres scc the highest-achicving U'S  stu-
dents performing at [east ofi a par with theiwr own {105), and find the
remaining U S citizens better prepared by vomprehensive schools
than their citizens are prepared by more elitist, separatist systems for
e the educatidnal age
As Damiel Tanner (90) notes in a recent article .
"Itisironic that in the 1970s varigus American commussions and
panek advocated that we abandon the American invention of
comprehensive schooling at a ime when advanced nations, af-
ter a long and continuing effort toward ed ucational reform, are
begidning to make significant progress tdward wngtituting this
model This movement reflected the need for a more
highly educated populace to meet the industrial and fechnical
demands of post-war development and “aiso as a means toward
social and,political justice in terms of social mobihty and eco-
nomic equality.™ . - N
v ’ N
The U S system has been commmcd to developing each cmzcn's
potential into a5 viabk a commodity as possibie in modern saciety 50 \
that both the soviety and the individual canachieve success Thas the
__goaltoprovide equdhty inpabli ed utaiion has at the same time been
“bound to the objective which would provid& quality education
Ralph Tyler {98) emphasizes the dual achievement of U S schools
in providing guality education while éonlmumg to expand equality of .
. educational opportumues: . -

. .

\\ This review of crgss-national data on cducational achievement

FRIC V. T :
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indicates that the U.S. educational system has clearly been re-

4 sponsive both to the rapid changes in Society and to.fs basic
dcmocratlc ideology. It has reached a larger proportion of its
young people than almost all other ngtions, whil¢ 1ts top 5%
have atiained the same high scores reached by nauons that at-
tempt to teach only 4 small fraction of their, 18-year-olds. There

N aresull problems to be solved, but the progress 18 encouraging
@300 .

*
»

How Welt Do They Read? Lo

“Why can't kids read any more “Why are you wasting my kid's
time with projscts and garnes when you ought 10 botcachmg her how

It is probable that most teachers have bccn bombardcd withsuch
questiuns and comments from voncerned parents and other residents
in their community about the teading performance of children today.
These loaded yuestions may come from parents who have not yet
taken the time 10 sit down with their children to discover that they are
reading to complete the games and projects.

It is not dufficult 1o idenufy the sources that provoke these ques-
tions Magazines and negwspapers regularly carry articles contending
that uut students lauk adequate reading skills and concluding that the
level of reading competency of children and adults declines every
year. Television and radio commentaries offer ssmilar messages, but
rarely do such “analyses™ attempt 1o cite relevant statistics or mcan—
ingful resedrch to support their Liaims. Frcqucntly they rely onselect-

.edexa Ics or lnapproprlatc data to do so. * .

Were the “Good Old Days” R ally. Better? -’

Inhus syndicated column, Andy Rooney recently aiméd his arsenal
of yuestions aL soctery's inclination to go back to the “good old days ™
Noting improvements in several key aspects of Life, Rooney won-
dered if we really do want to return to the past No aspect of hife 15
mare subject o the nostalgic criticism that concerns Rooney than 1s
education “Back to the basics” and minimum competency seem Lo be

M4
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rauona'hlcd .on the premuse, Ihdl children ol‘today do not read as well
as children of the same age ir\thc-past and the cxplanangn forthis » *

<, . - difference may relate, in part, Yo instructional methodologies preva-

lent in the “good old days but now gupposcdly abandoncd. Yet a .
L vnitical look al.emstfng reading pcrl‘ormanw data seriously questionss

the assumption that r¥ading performance has declined, and even a .

g { - rapidsurvey of the thousands of reading studics of the past 60 ycars
emphdsizes the develupmentof reading methudologies and“matcn_:g.
. of a complex structure founded on —n opposed to -thosc of )

- s“good old days.” . . .
. In gcncral the reporting of rcadm} pc:forma:fc dafa ov;r time 1
vgr) spotty .And when reports aicvomplete eno hto permut evalua- /\ .
. tion of the research designs. they reveal data fron a varniety of tcﬂs .
.7 given to samples often poorly matched anddata more often thanpot, -«
subjccgcd to only limlted and yuesuonable statistical treasment and -
. dnalysis (28, 34) Dependable reading achieverient trend dataareex-
' ~  (remely dufficuit to effect because of d1fchnccs in ke¢y edueational

"«-_ fautors, such as age-grade relatignships, changes in curricula, and
3 changes fn tests  both¥in content and in measufement technigues.
* Equally importaht, no achjcvcmcnt trend data is fully meaniagful

. withouy the varcful analysis df a host of relevant soclocconemic, de-

mographis., and other souelatfdc.lor.s forthe two pcnods from which ) ‘
scores arc being vompared Very rarcly have any trend data been ac-
vompanied by a thorough contextudl analygs of the periods studxcgi
but any study which includes such an analysis is hikely 1o point up so
mény pronoun»cd differcnces that influence schools, tests, and test
pcrformancc asto qucstlon the validity of c'ompanng SCOTES ACTOSS -
time at all (6). - } .- W

The faregoing hmnataons rcstnct the interpretations of any read-
ing trend studigs. | vcrthelcss there is noTarch on readingtrends
tor démqustrate anidechine in reading ac evement fos.the lower

pnmar) grades, satfier, the mallablc data depict continudus im-

provemcnt ai that level (50). Thusf reading instruction rescarch and

. the n.Qnsequcnt recommended mcthodologies and matenials havé

- o " Jontributed tu sume decline in national rcadmg abulity, such studies

L must not include dala for beginning and early reading. Both arcas

. have been the subject of 4 burgcomng mays of resedrc.h with instruc-
tional 1mpl|cauons (24)




Thcrc i conﬂ;cnng evidence on reading trends Tg’[ the upper °,
, grades—that i, 1n thc wake of score declines on some tests given at
these levels, 6thcr rehable trend data demonstrate improvement (50,
?, 94, 29). Nor is there any reliable synthesis of the data fot these grades
Thus —dcspne the media’s seeming conviction that children todayare .
not taught to read as well as children in the past —the verdict oh the
.cffgctiveness of reading instruction 1s not yet in, norisit ikely toben
until we have fluch more and-sigmficantly better data, carcfully and . .
muuou.sly symhcsucd s R s
R Onc of the important limitations of evidence cited to support read-*
ing perfarmance decline 1s that it is based pnmarily op data from
college entrance exams, and therefore reflects on only a percentags of
gurstudent population 1n rades 11 and 12.* If we are to view these,
studcnts as the highest achlt:vo!:Lof reading instruction, we musttake
1nto account how that test- takmg population has changed with the
increasingly extended opportunity for higher cducation to more
students. . . '
1 - ] 1

RESEARCH 6N TEACHING.READING

Almost all reading research has been copducted since 1500 By )
now, this 15 quite an extensive body of research, and it has beenrelat- A\
ed to, the interests and expertise of many other areas, including hn-
guistics, communicationsy psychology, and medicine

In 1925, William S. Grly collected and summarized over 400 read- / /
ing reséarch studies reported up to that imeEach year since, this /
annual summary has attempted to abstract all published reading re- ,
search By the 1960's, over 140 reports were identified each year. By =~
the carly 1970°s/tht annual average number rose to 300. By the mid- i

. 1970°s, the aphual summary included between 500 to 600 new re-

_search reports cach year, and the.I980 volumg summarized over

1,000, for a grand tqtal of nearly 12,000 studies sin¢e the ume this_
educational reséarch was first publistied Thus, 1n about 15 years the

! qumber of the collection ha d, and it seems probable
' t the humber wilt double-agai ~ 1
ry . Whilethe divébsit y of d*ns mass is fascinating, each year

a hagh ncwcntagt:pf the Summagies either have c.onccrncd studies of .
' Pl ¥ .
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reading.instruction methodlugies or have had potenual amphcalrons
for imstruction” A quick review of any of these studies suggests that
the research-recommended methods of the “good old days™ are the
foundauion of today’s instrucion Fort§ of more years ago, a corner-
stone was in place for each of the vanous approaches 10 teaching
reading from which 1oday’s leachcrs select methods to meet diverse
. studefit needs. . ‘

p
\ . «
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Historical Review of Research Trends

Before 1900, the McGuffey reader was in wide %ise as the fore-
runner of the basal reader. which hgs since dominated reading in-
struction in this sountry. By 1900, rote mcmonzauon of the alphabet
as imual reading instruction had given way both to phonic methods
and to learningsight words Inaddition, the s¢pds for today’s empha-
515 on comprehension weresown the stq_d_ydﬁcidmg assaceadic eye
movements and pauses encompassing unuts of meaning was already
affcclmg,mslrus.tlonafmcthods In addition, between 1910 and 1920
there was a growing emphasis on research o explain reading »
disabilinies — stll a major interest of reading spccnahsls today. And
the kinds of controversies about instructional techniguesthal are fre-
quent today, were prevalent then Even among those advocating

. strong emphasis on phonics there was disagreementabout teaching_

methods —as 10 the feasibility of synthetic alphabets, fordexample.
- and how 10 teach tnitial and final blend. sounds. . -

+ Other mslrucuonal cdhs:crns were also surfacing in the 1920's A
cmphas:s on silent reading was closely tied to the development of
standdrdized reading tests Although standardizeéd tesuig is consid-
erably improved today, it exercises an almost intimidating influence
on the evaluatspn offyeading instruction, and tfus results in much |

* instruction geared to effect test results Inthe 1930's the reseaych and

theorizing about silent reading sought to disunguish it from oral

- reading Today researchers*fre vontinuing to better understand the

interfelationship of language acfivities. Unfonunalely however,

there 1s no assurance that ttys real-life pcrspcélive on reading is even

closely approximated by the assepsment of most standardized
cnenon- referenced, of mipimum Lgmpc’lehuy iests As,iﬁc ;urrcfﬁk




Pbhenomenon of minimum gempetency te;yng"r"fcc\p&m nation,
languagc research is suggcsungthat the factored subskills it tends to
_'measure do not'add up to the reading™zet, .

. Impoftant new emphases in the T930's wcu-éndcnt in major stad-
cad)ng intesests and comprehension These studigs are intri-
y related in developing current understanding of rcadlpgaas a

m n:ngful activity £ndbling the feader tp acquire needed informa
. trof) and tdeas of personal interest, This vein of research coupled with
lager lingwistic influences directs man‘y.qf foday's researchers secking

* a'description of réading as a whole lahguage activity. .

The 1930's also saw the. development of several other rcscarch
perspectives that are prevalent in reading today for example, arcas
related to rerhiedial reading.and (o egadiness for imtial instruction
Dunpg the same pentod, attention, i ndividual differences led to
homogencous grouping, and pubhshcfs became conceried about the
readability of texts. Today these cmph‘a'scx.cratc much research,
theonzifg, methodology, and instzuctio red toward a child's *
prercading expenences and tofvard the mdmduahzauon of reading
,instruction and materials. | : .

The ngw cancern for rcgdab:h‘ly inthe 1930% aisoled to vocabulary

+ controtdnd the kind of text that issatirted even today for 1ts “Dick
and Janc™ insypidity. Interestingly, such texts sull bear the brunt of
accusations linking them to the chargg that schools are faiing to
teach reading. Yet Dick and Janc readers were dbsolete long before

. the 60's students with dechning SAT scores enteted first grade In
fact, students who learned t6 read with Dick and Jane were progress
ing through school.duning the 1940°s and 1950’s, and no data shows

. anything byt increasing reading 2chyevement scorgs for those years

. «  Without sanctianing the lithited ipterest of she Dick-and- -Jane-type

matenals, it shouid be noted that a great many Amcncans learned to

. read by using them, and that matenat; student abnhty fitisstilla sohd

instructional coricept.
However, even with the atteation g both ing problems an‘d
. matenal fit, educatorsip the 1930'5 had yet to learh fhe importance of
matching readability to e mdmdual abilities pf sTow readers who
were hikely to bc faced with matesials s'designdd for average puplls at__
thesr grade Tevels. Through the years we have learned the importance
of not f.rusfranng students with materials they cannot read, but even
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today, 1n many schools the concept of a chlld’s independent reading *
level as the appropniate instructional level does not have instructional
lmpact . ;. - . .
One might ask why the failure i the 1930°sto effectively teach s!ow
learners did not show up on test results. Thic_answer s that these
children were held back to be scored at lower gmde levels untii they
could be encouraged to drop out of school. It is important 1o note
that dunng this perjgd the keen interest ig poorer performers wasnot
yelaccompanied b¥ a national movement to keep children in school.
Nor was there the Intgnse concern for equaleducational opportuni® |
ties that we are experiencingtoday. In 1930, a sizable percentage oﬁ
children of low ability either were not in school or dropped outsoon .
after entering Nonetheless, through the succeeding years a commu-
ing emphasis on extending edycational opportunities to chﬂdrcp of
all backgrounds and abilities and on keeping children f s&bol was
accompanied by increades in reading ach:cvemcnt'as measured by
standardized tests, This.fact says a greaf deal abont the development
of the teaching of readipg 1n the schools—at least as it is taught to
‘ such tests Even in thesnhd- to late 1960%s, when fuller integration of
our schools was slowly matenalizing and we were moving children .
from educational b@ckgrounds that had been imitéd into the masn-
stream of our cducauonal systcrn test scotes at elementary levels
increased. .
-8 'l'hea.dcchOpmcm of scvcml instructional methodologies m the
) 1930’s wasa reaction to the [ow interest levels of the ight vocabulary
contrgl in texts Teachers bégan secking and using more Zoutside™
matenals gcarcd 1o student interests. 'l‘h\'.'y developed the,“language
_ experience” apprqach, in which children composed their own reading
" matenals Today,avallablhty of a broad range of reading matenals to
match student interests and needs is understood as a basic require-
men®for éffective instruction, yet students in teachers® colleges who
encounter language txpcncncc‘i‘rc likely to assume it is some new
techmque to be condemned or defended as a bold departure fromthe
basic instructional practices of the “gogd old dayg.” -
The 1930 also laid the foundation¥or themost pramismg current
research ¢mphasis With the teaching of word meaning by using sysy
"tactic and semantic clues Thus the use of word partsand the use of v
context clues were couplcd tth phonic analysis in word rccogmuon
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Thc :teaching of readmg has an\ been cxcluswclyphoncuc or vis-
ual récognition, orcxclusively mcanm&oncnléﬁ Cntics would often
have us belicve that the usc of phonics is extinct or that lower
achirevement scores have fesulted from innovations Yet early in this
century phoqics instruction atself was an innovation over a strict let-
ter (A, B, C) approach. If phonics instruction cver prevailed to the
exclusion of other methods, it would have happened sometimein the
1920's before the widespread usc of syntax and context and other
methodologies. * .

Odrrent teaching methbdologies do not stand as some newly pro-
posed absolutd unrelated tothe mclhodologms of the past’ If today's
reading instruction could be generalized across individual teachers

*and their strengthsand weakncsscss - if it could be generalized across
. individual students add their abilitics and needs  then the one word

that might legitimately desonbé it is edlectic “selecting what appears
1o be the best by truc in various and diverse doctniries or methods,
rejecting a smglc unitary, and cxclusive interpretation, doctrine, or
method. " (103) Thus ts the ulumate merging of all the under-
standing developod tiwough reading research over the years Espe-
aadly sigmficant was the early recognition of the importance of indi-
viduahzed inslrucudn. which is well scrved by the options oper'o
contcmporary teachers.

* Rtis alsé important to note that over the past seven decades lhcrc
has been continuous improvement 1n the cducation of tda achers
While we need to recogmze the significant contributiong_of the
teachers of decades ago. today's typical teacher 1s bettet cducated and
morccquahﬁed than those of prior years In analyzing the causes for
the increased literacy levels of clementéry sludenls, the contnibution

of excellent teachers is certainly an imporiant factor
£ \ -
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Comprehensmn—the Contmumg Focus of
Research and Practice 23

lus not surpnsmg that the'most promising emphasis af research on
learning to read has focusedron comprehensibn Comprehension Is,
after all, the essentiai condition of reading, for without an under-
standing of what s reag, there is no readmg Only the mgst naive
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persan would eyuate reading with the act of prodouncing words, as in
such statemenis as “This child reads well, 1t's just that she doesn’t
comprchend what she reads Obvmusiy such a statement 1s absurd.
Researchers of the reading procéss, from Thorndike (92) to those of
today (82), have demonstrated that the central focus of all aspects of
reading-is comprehemsion As these rescarchers have learned more
and more about the reading process, they have demonstrated the fu-
uhly gr aticnipting to separate reading into the niechanics of pro-
nouncing words and the comprehension of those words.

Morcover, the cmphasis on comprehension has besn more than a
narrow emphasis on the literal meaning of the-text In 1949, Gates
(41} stated that reading was neither simply a mechanical skill nor
merely a “thought-gejting” process According o Galtes, reading “can
and should embrace all types of thinking, cvaluating, judging, im-
agning, réasoning, ad problem solving." He further emphasized
that the reading act is completed or nears ..omplcncn when the chiid

-

. apphes hus her understanding 1n some practical way.

tWhile reading researchers have historically focused on compre-
hension, their efforts have usually been to \denufy the components of
reading<omprehension {19) They have attempted 1o study reading
comprehension by ass word meanings with symbols, scicct-
Rg correct meanings of phrascs. organlzing the separate 1deas that
arc read. retaining concepts, and cvaluating and critiguing jdeas.
Some researchers (27) have atiempted to study reading comprehen-
sion by examuning a reader’s ability to handle increasingly larger
" segments of matenal  moving from scparale facts and detals to ithe
meaning’of a larger, umtary idca, for cxample
A histotical review of the studies.on reading comprehension em-
phasizes that what 15 being learned apout reading today s based on
theavark of past rcscarchcrs Early studies aftempted 10 view reading
as a set of scparalc and distinct skills, they tried 18 determing the
componcnts of reading coprehension, arfd, they sought fo under-
stand how a reader comprehends a single meaning from printed
.material Building on those studics, Lescarchers and theoriyts have
. beguntouruly understand reading comprehensipn as a much broader
conccbl Studiés being conducted today focus on thg logical process
when_one reads building on the background of concepts, expen-
énces, and language | that the reader brings to she printed page. Ina
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sense, the author's ideas are sccdcd in the reader’s background Asthe
reader attempts to explore his or her own ideas, to modify them, to fit

-new ideas into the orgaﬂ:zauon of her or his thinking, and to con-
struct still new ideas, shie, hc 1s involved if a constant process of con-

. ‘eept dcvelopmem ‘.

-

Ina recent paper, Adams and Bruce (1) describe the importance of
*background knowledge and the role of language in learning They
introduce. thls sccmmgly s:mplc concept by stating,

- “ F #
So much of what we learn, we learn through language Certain-
ly mast of our formal learning 1s acquired through language.
These observations seem almost too common to set 1N print *
’ Yet, they turn from banal to deeply paradoxical with the-realr-

« zation that we can only learn through language that which we,

. in some sense, already know That s, through language, novel
concepts can only be comqqunicated in the form of novel com-
binations of familiar concepts (p. 1) \

The Adams and Bruce analysis of reading comprehension de-
scribes how a reader's understanding depends on his or her conceptu-
al knewledge, social knowledge, and story knowledge After discuss-
mg the research that supports their position, thc authors return to
their main thesis that new learning grows out of) prior learning

To say thiat background knowledge is oftcn uscd orsuseful, in
comprefieading a story 1s musleading. . “In Tact reading
comprehension involves the construcudﬁ of ideas Sut of preex-
isting concepts. A more correct statement of the Féle of back-
ground knowledge would be that comprehension s th.e use 9£
prior 'knowledge to create new knowlcdge Without prior /;;
owledge, acopplex object, suchds a text, is not just difficult
to'interpret, stnictly speaking, 1t is meaningless (pp 3.&-37)

ng analysis that Adams and Bruce prcscm 15 one that has devel-
from acontinuing study of the teading process’ And the future

l certainly bring increased undesStandifig “of that process with a
myriad of implications and challenges for tcachlng reating That
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challenge for educators was framed very cogently by Robert Thorn-
dike 1n a 1974 review of research on reading comprehension (93).

If reading 1s reasoning. we face atone and the same time a barzi-
: er and a challenge The barrier is that set by the child's imited
comprehension of what he reads, which we see now as not
primanily a deficit in onc or more specific and readily teachabté
reading skills but as a reflection of generally meager inteliectual-
processes  And this barrier promises to stand in the way of a
wide range of future learnings. .
. Thechallenge isto overcome this barnier by better and mote
inventive teaching-not solely to rgad, but also to think. Be-
cause as we mmprove the understanding with which a child
reads, we may concurrently improve the effectivencss with
. which he processes a wide range of informatiortmportant in his
development The challenge 1s also to learn to exploitforeduca-
Jubnal advantage the individual's resources for reasoning
through other media than words, so that the bartier of verbal
limitation may be bypasscd whenever it is not relevant. {p. 147)

™~ ‘

Implicitions for Teaching Reading ’

To contewtd that réading instruction in mast classrooms in the
United States has been ealectic since the 1930's does not ignore the’
existence of many 1ssucs and dnffcrcncc_s' of opimion among reading
spectalists and reSearchers. There are indeed proponents of anstruc-
tional approaches that are relatively exclusive of other approaches
Nar does arguing that all methodelogics in practice toda} have roots
tn those of the earlier decades of this century mean that most of the:
questions about reading have been atswered. The ?Jngomg atfemptto
define dnd assess literacy 1s only one example of an unresalved 1ssuc
1t reading And if ever we have fully definitive answers to some
questions  which 1s unlikely those answers will oniy leag to dew
questions That's what rescarch is, 4 way of asi:‘mg questions and
starchimg for answegs. S Come

What, then, can we say about the teaching of redlding after 80 years
and over 12,000 investigations” What do we know with certainty
about effecuve and ineffective reading instruction? Some statements
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+an be, made with the assurance that most res \rchcrs and teachers
will agree with them. Learning depends —among oth€r factors —on
good teaching practioes, and teac shouid guarante¢ the public
that they will use good practices. They cannot be expected to guaran-
tee test score results, however, any more than doctors can guarantee
patients will live and prosper or lawyers can guarantee they will Jan
cases As in medicine and lay, thete Is certarfily a direct connection
between pracu»mand results in reading, but only the practices can be
guaranteed, *
We know today that good rcadmg iNstruction practices are exem-
«# - phfied by the following' .. »

P

- . .y

. 1 Learming to read should involve children in cxpcncnccs that

- . they emoy and that demonstrate that reading is a way to gain

Jnformation, to solve’problems, to encounter 1deas, and to be

. cntertained Thisinvolves the teacher inidentifying real reasons
for chnldrcn.to read. Reading is thc comprehension and subse-~ .
querg use of ideas. .

. ! e .

2 How the various skills should be taught and whether qr not
dnilling on them really develops the whole act of reading are
unresolved quesyons, but it Is safe to say that the more Aosely
- skill-dnil exercise is associated with a student’s personal rea-
sons for reading, the more likely such cxcrm}} is 1o dJewlop  «
readers This means that the teacher¥ho ci;ms to exercise sub-
skills pn}poncd to relate to reading should assure that thc exer- -
tise involvesconteas which ts meaningful to the studcm.

L]

rl

\ 3 An cffcctu':'c classroom and curnculum organization will pro-

- vidk the child with many typesofreading opportunities and will ,
— be geared to the needs and injerests of mdlwa’ual children as
much as possible. Thus good practice mvolvc&makmg availablt
many types of reading matenal on many 19pics at a variety of
appropnate rc‘adabﬂny levels It requires the teacher’s learning
as much as possible about each child’s background, interests,
needs, and abilities. This is an ongoing assessment of cach child
that should continuously determine classroom acuviyies.
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4 Matenals used foxinstruction should be at a level of difficulty .
that allows the child read fluently without assistance (his or
her instructional reading level -IRL) No child should be
forced to read matenal that is tdo diffi€ult and that frustrates
the child’s attcmpt to comprchcnd
5 Good instuction relies on dragnosis from a vanety of ongo:gg
assessments including criterion-referenced tests, informatl
teacher-made instruments, and, above all, teacher observation.
Such diagnosis is used in individualized jnstructionte help plan
*  ‘teaching that aims at helping each child reach her or his
' potcntlal ~ . :

L

L]

6 Good teaching practicia;lo nogassume that the full responsibil- N
ity for developing literate citizens lies wnhm the classroom
walls Instead, the classroom activities build on school, com- }
munity, and broader eyents, reaching out to the world to make
the lessons meaningful and to exploit matena)s and media °

- +beyond the classroom. .

’ ¥

s B
The following are examples of poor teaching practices.

1 Thednling and testing of vocabulary and reading sul;skills 150~
lated from a meaningful context

2 nﬁ: setting of arbitrary and mandatory goals enforced at'gradc
levels wath no regard for individual differences and measured,
with tests which détermme if a child succeeds or fails -

3. Theuse of formal testingan lieu of daily teacher observation to
judgc the success or failure of students—with the result of re-
laining, discouraging, and eventually pushmg out of schocls
those who fail the tests 7.

4 Thebonng and wasteful prat.’twe of having children read aloud
in turn as their peers sit and attempt to predict the page or para-
graph they WIll have to read




. 5. The use of grade ¢quivalents as determined by standardized
tests in licu of Instfuctiondl Reading Levels -

-
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been emphasized here, the approaches and the resuling methodolo-
gies the teacher uses should be détermined largely by, the needs and
+" interests of the tndividual ch

” o et " ¢ .
The' Jeacher Is Stillthé
Thereare, of ¢ourse, cont uing éo toversies regayding the teath-
ing of reading But the tea er can niake a differerfce, regardless of
the theoretical position taKelfppthie 1ssues Most studtes have diffi-
culty determining whethey ofip method of another made a difference,
. but few studtes have any difficulty discerning that the teacher does
make a difference. ‘ .
1f the teacher will take the time to review his or her own beliefsand
to develop practices based onthose belicfs, childrea will learn “If so
many experts can't agree,” the teacher may ask, “why do I have to
wrestle with a definstion of reading” A noted psycholinguist, Frank
Smith (81). has answered thé question eloquently.

Many teachers are tramned to be ignorant, to tely on the opin-

=~ 1ons of expérts or superiors rather than ontheir own judgment
The questions Iam asked after léctures toteachers (on the topic
of reading} are always eminently practical—how should read-
ing be taught, which method Js best, and what should be done
about a real'life child of ¢;ght who has the devastating misfor-
‘ tune to read like a statisucally flcutious child of six” Teachegs
- -do not ask the nght kind of question—instead of asking what
they sheuid do, which can never be answered with the geficrali-
1y they expect, they should ask what they need to know in order

" todeade ?or themselves. It 1s a monument to the efficiéncy of
the brainwashing that teachers received during their ttaning
that they are practcally immune toconsult on the topic of their
own intellectual capacity. Jhe only time teachers express sur-
pnsofr\d{sbchef 1s when 1t is suggeSted that thewr &yvn expe-
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rience and intwi{ion might be as good a guide for action as the
o dogma of some expert. (p. 46) - '
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The following comment wnitten by a new teacher in a graduate
course in reading demonstrates the apphcation of Smuth's admomn-
tion to classroom practice: | . - ] !
When I started teaching this summer, I had evety intention of
staying away from the “skills™ approach of teaching reading. I
did not believe that everything had to be labeled, 1 rcelly
thought this would bore the kids. I thought language expe-'
nence was the best approach. If the children could relate to
what they were reading, I felt that naturally they would learn. It
was my intention to find out their individual interests anB‘gb/
from there. I wanted their reading experiences to be as natural
* as possible. Idealistically, I thought teaching in this manner
would make me aninstant success as a teacher. lasked the kids
to talk about themselves, gave them mtetest inventories, and
brought in books related to what they each liked. Rut,nothing .
, . secemed to be clicking. I had no idea what I wanted them to
' . learn. The children seemed totally lost and so was I,
- At this'point, I began working mainly with skills to give the
" kids some type of structiire. I soon found out that worksheets™
were boring and the kids were about as disinterested as I was.
Atthis point I was becominggdisillusioned, having no idea what
I believed or what I was going to do. If I had no 1d¢a what I |
wanted, how could I teach the kids anything? | rcally began to.
think. -
I wrote down what I believed vs. what I did not believe'about
reading on a sheet of paper and then began fo rationatize these
*. thoughts. Things were fallinginto a logical order. I begantosee
reading as a “relationsh:p” between skills, which I felt were im-
portanthow, and some language experience concepts. -Tfelt that
it would be possible for a child to naturally develop skill$
th:ough,!anguage cxpenencé"'a vities. The kids would. have
_some structure relating to their skills, and, at the same time, _

L]
~




-
- -
*__ - - s -
F]
. -

¢ ] , BN 3 Lo .
have the frc&nmthat gocsalong with language cxpcncncc AR
" tef teaching in this way, [ really started to see my theory in
. action. I felt the kids were leArning and progressing Tyingto-
gether language expenence with reading skijis scems to effec- |
' tively implement iny theory of réading. ~ T -

N . "t .- .
4 FOOTNOTES * : Do 3

E.g..an Enghsh teacher exemphfies hnguage mcmpetence as spellmg ervors in the o
Chicago Tribune, February 16, 1962, p s SR
. March 21, 1955. . . '
Mune 20, 1955 .
SE.g.. Christian Science Monitor, bepnmn&Oc:obcr 7. 1955 '
Witness Flesch's reemergenc 1o revosehus Jrgument in Farmly Circle, Novcmbcr I
1979
+But There Is No Peace,” Saturday Review, Apni 21, 1962. P 54 A responsc to
comment in thal penodical January 20, 1962
"The intgmal quotation Is cited from “The International Context " In Half Way There
Repori on the Bruish Comprehensive S hool Reform, edued by Caroline Benndnd B
Simon (London, MeGraweHatl, 1570), pl ‘. . .
$8ee Wirtz 1 ol 1977} with parucular attention (o ther uvnu about extrndmg im-
plications of SAT declines beyond grades Ll and 12(p S). Farrand Tone (1978) :nd -
Farr (1979, . .
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